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Introduction
The late church historian, Sydney Ahlstrom, calls the Christian Unitarians "An
American Reformation." He draws a comparison between the Protestant Reformation of
1517 and the establishment of the Unitarian church in America in the early seventeenth
century. The Unitarian church was considered liberal by other denominations because it
did not adhere to the orthodox teaching of the Trinity and denied the complete sinfulness
of man. This liberal stance was rooted in Enlightenment philosophy of reason and logic.
The Unitarians utilized these Enlightenment ideals to develop their theology. Rather than
taking everything by faith like many of the other denominations did, the Unitarians stood
apart in their thinking. The result was a rational faith.
The Unitarian congregation was centralized in New England. As the
denomination grew in the nineteenth century it began to spread throughout the United
States. The congregations of many Unitarian churches consisted of the elite upper class
in Massachusetts. Unitarianism was the religion of the educated and refined of New
England. In a letter to her brother, Harriet Beecher Stowe stated that all of the trustees
and professors of Harvard College were Unitarian. 1 Prominent Unitarians included men
like Andrews Norton, Charles Chauncy, President John Adams, Daniel Webster, and
Alexander Hamilton. Unitarians emphasized experiences of God through reason, logic
and rightly interpreting the Bible.
During the early to mid-nineteenth century the Unitarian denomination
experienced a counter-reformation, which started with the Transcendentalists. The
Transcendentalists were a constituency within the Unitarian church that desired to reform
the church. They wanted to rid the church of its rationalism and infuse a naturalistic
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religion. The movement away from a rational religious understanding to a naturalistic
one necessarily would include transforming the Unitarian view of God. The
Transcendentalists were writers and thinkers like Henry David Thoreau, Theodore
Parker, George Ripley, and most importantly, Ralph Waldo Emerson. Many of the
Transcendentalists were brought up in the Unitarian church. They preached the idea of
finding God through nature and natural experience. The Transcendentalists', especially
Emerson's, ideals of individuality and self-reliance moved Unitarianism from corporate
experience and traditional worship to an emphasis on individual worship.
As a prominent figure in the Transcendentalist movement, Ralph Waldo Emerson
also led the reaction against Unitarianism. Emerson's father, William Emerson, was a
minister of the First Church of Boston, which was a Unitarian congregation. Like his
father, Ralph Waldo Emerson was an ordained Unitarian minister. On July 15, 1838,
Ralph Waldo Emerson delivered his famous "Divinity School Address" to Harvard
Divinity School. In his address Emerson presented the idea of breaking free from the
traditions of institutionalized religion, denounced organized religion as a whole, and
stated that every man was divine.
The divinity school address caused a great stir among Unitarian leaders. Andrews
Norton, who was in the audience at the Divinity Hall address, abhorred Emerson's ideas
and wrote a response entitled, "The Latest Form of Infidelity." Others, such as Theodore
Parker, embraced the address and found the message liberating. As a member of
Emerson's Transcendental Club, Parker agreed with Emerson and felt that the Unitarian
church was too caught up in tradition.
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The Transcendentalists' teachings helped to divide the church into the Unitarian
fundamentalists and the liberal Transcendentalists. The Transcendentalists fundamentally
helped to move Unitarianism away from its foundations in Enlightenment thinking as
well as biblical Christianity, and consequently, moved the denomination closer to the
other Protestant mainstream denominations of America. The thesis of this paper is that
Emerson was the primary force in shifting the Unitarian church away from revealed
religi?n towards natural religion.
Few religious scholars have discussed the Unitarian controversy, as well as the
impact of the Transcendentalists on the Unitarian denomination. Moreover, scholars
have not closely examined the intellectual influences on both the Unitarians and the
Transcendentalists. Similarly, few scholars have closely analyzed Emerson's true
discontent with the church, which led to the Transcendentalist movement, or the various
responses to Emerson's address. This study reveals how religious thinking is never static,
but is always in a constant state of transition. Within a period of thirty years during the
early nineteenth century, the Unitarian church changed from a rational scriptural faith
into a natural religion. These changes were nothing new, however. Even today religious
transformation and growth still exists. David Barrett, professor of missiometrics (the
science of missionary work) at Regent University, states concerning the rapid growth and
expansions of religions in the world today, "The main thing we've discovered is that
there is enormous religious change going on across the world, all the time. It's massive,
it's complex, and it's continual."2 The book of Ecclesiastes also claims this, "What has
been will be again, what has been done will be done again; there is nothing new under the
sun."3

4

The two events that initiated the changes in the Unitarian church were the
essential establishment of the congregation by Unitarian minister William Ellery
Channing and the Divinity Hall Address delivered by Ralph Waldo Emerson. Emerson
was the chief liberal of the liberal Christians; he embraced the fashionable philosophies
of his time and stood against the Christian doctrine within the Unitarian congregation.
While it is not the case that every person within the denomination adopted his views,
Emerson's natural philosophy influenced enough people that schism, evolution, and
reestablishment necessarily occurred. This is religious transformation at its finest.
The first section of this paper covers the establishment of the Unitarian
denominations as well as its theological doctrines. The second section of this paper
focuses on Ralph Waldo Emerson as a discontented minister, his philosophical
background, and the Divinity Hall Address itself. The third part contains the responses
that followed the address. This thesis reveals, then, that the Unitarian congregation was
one that mutated "with Darwinian restlessness."4
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Unitarian Background
The American Unitarians were a distinct denomination of Christians with devoted
roots in Puritan Congregationalism. The Puritans were a Protestant group who departed
Europe in the fifteenth century to escape religious persecution. In 1620 the Puritans
arrived in America. They desired a religion that emphasized a more biblical approach to
faith, rather than the traditional position taken by the Anglican Church. They believed
that each congregation should be autonomous. As the primary established religion in the
New World, the Congregationalists grew into the primary Protestant denomination in
America. It was out of this religious establishment that the Unitarian congregation
developed.
During the early eighteenth century pastors witnessed a decline in church
attendance. In order to compensate for this decline and to ensure the salvation of all,
ministers revived Calvinism. John Calvin (1509-1564) developed the concept of
"covenant theology." This theology was based upon the idea that man was utterly
depraved and wicked because of original sin. The punishment for this sin was eternal
damnation. In order to escape this punishment one had to come into a covenant with
God. Those entering into this covenant were known as "visible Christians" or "the elect."
The revival of Calvinism is attributed to the Congregational minister Jonathan Edwards
(1703-1758). In 1731 Edwards preached a sermon entitled "God Glorified in Man's
Dependence." In this sermon Edwards emphasized Calvinism and the idea of God's
absolute sovereignty in relation to salvation. Edwards, along with other prominent
clergymen such as George Whitefield, delivered emotionally charged sermons in a series
6

of revivals between 1740 and 1742. In these revivals, known as the Great Awakening,
ministers emphasized the wretchedness of man and claimed that without repentance, one
would face an eternity in hell. The Great Awakening resulted in not only the conversion
of the masses, but also the polarization and establishment of other Christian
denominations. The Great Awakening produced a split between the Congregational
rationalists and the Congregational emotionalists. The emotionalists looked down upon
those speaking against the fanatical movement. They believed that in order to gain
salvation one must undergo a conversion experience. The rationalists did not believe in
the overemotional responses that the revivalists required for salvation.
One specific rational group, the Unitarians, gained its drive for development
because of their stand. During the first Great Awakening Unitarian minister Charles
Chauncy (1705-87) wrote Seasonable Thoughts (1743), which opposed the
overemotional revivalism of the time. Chauncy urgently encouraged others not to
tolerate the fanatical movements: "Is it not the command of GOD, that they [those who
partook of the revivalism] be rebuked sharply, that they may be found in the Faith; not
giving Heed to the Commandments of Men, that turn from the Truth? And can we satisfy
our Consciences, while we live in the Neglect of so plain a Duty? An't we very Cowards
in the Cause of Christ?" 5 To the Unitarians, Christianity was not to be based upon
fleeting emotions, but the progress of intellectualism and dedicated obedience to
Scriptural principles. Despite the Unitarian opposition, the revivals proceeded and as a
result, these revivals produced a more emotional, less rational basis for the Christian
faith, as well as less educated disciples
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Opposition from the emotionalists during the Great Awakening strengthened the
Unitarians' convictions. Even though they opposed the fanatical movements, however,
the Unitarian denomination still belonged to the Congregatiqnalist body. Later in its
development the Unitarians� standing within the Congregationalist society would change.
It is in this context that the development of the Unitarian Church as a denomination grew.
In addition to the split between rationalists and emotionalists, Congregationalists
also divided between liberals and orthodox. The liberals during early American history
were those who did not adhere to the primary Christian doctrine as stated in basic church
teachings. The liberals of the early American period denied the doctrine of the Trinity,
believing Jesus as the Son of God, not God the Son. They believed in salvation for all
men, not just the elect, as well as the ine1Tant Word of God. They also rejected the utter
depravity and sinfulness of man. Jesus Christ was not just the Son of God, but also the
chief example of moral excellence. The liberals believed the redemptive work of Christ
was not redemption from sin, but rather the perfection and progress of humanity. In
pursuing to live holy and moral lives, the liberals looked to Christ as the Son of God who
was obedient to God in all ways. For this reason Christ was honored. Because the
liberals did not believe in the utter depravity of mankind and that a divine element still
remained in man, there were high hopes for the progress of mankind. Humanity was not
resting "in the hands of an angry God," but rather in the hands of a loving Father who
cared for each individual and desired for each person to come to a knowledge of Him, his
Son, and the goodness of the world. In sum, the liberals held more to the Apostles creed
than the Nicene Creed.
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In contrast, the more conservative Congregationalists held to the Nicene Creed
and believed that man was completely sinful and needed salvation. The salvation from
sin came from the atoning work of Jesus Christ. The sinfulness of man caused a division
between man and God. This sin could be accounted for if one accepted God's grace
through the saving accomplishment of Christ on the cross. They believed in the doctrine
of the Trinity, which states that God is a "godhead" which is composed of God the
Father, God the Son, and God the Holy Spirit. Each of these "persons" composes a
single entity, namely God. They, like the liberals, believed that the Bible was the inerrant
word of God. These primary differences between the liberals and conservatives within
the Congregationalist organization would become a source of contention and result
ultimately in a permanent schism between the two.
During the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, the liberal rationalists
increased their strength and power within the Congregational church. Liberals
strengthened their power within the church by gaining control of Kings Chapel in Boston
between 1776 and 1787. Prior to the American Revolution the congregation at Kings
Chapel was chiefly Anglican, because the church housed a high population of Tories.
After the end of the Revolutionary War, the rector and his aide were deported back to the
Old World. With their absence, the church experienced a greater amount of religious
openness that enabled the congregation to worship freely. James Freeman (1759-1835), a
Harvard graduate, was called to be the lay reader of the church. Freeman introduced a
revamped Book of Common Prayer. In 1782 Freeman expressed his delight in his
liberties by stating, "They [the congregation] allow me to make several alterations in the
service, which liberty I frequently use." 6 The liberties Freeman took were primarily in
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regard to his views on the Trinity. Freeman's views on the Trinity are not specifically
spelled out, but it can be asserted based upon the changes in the service that Freeman
made that he did not view the Trinity as scriptural. Freeman dropped the Nicene Creed, a
primary doctrinal creed of Christianity, retained the Apostles Creed, and modified
references to the second and third person of the Trinity (God the Son and God the Holy
Spirit). These changes were more appropriate for his Unitarian preference. In the
tradition of his Puritan forefathers Freeman believed that his alterations were in support
of advancing the pure word of God. In the Preface to the Liturgy Freeman writes, "The
Liturgy, contained in this volume, is such, as no Christian, it is supposed, can take
offence at, or find his conscience wounded in repeating. The Trinitarian, the Unitarian,
the Calvinist, the Arminian will read nothing in it which can give him any reasonable
umbrage." 7 Despite his Unitarian "tendencies" Freeman was ordained on November 18,
1787 by the congregation of King's Chapel. Kings Chapel became the first Unitarian
church in America.
In 1810, liberal Congregationalists also assumed the leadership of Harvard
College, making it the center of Unitarian education. In the early nineteenth century,
Hollis divinity professor David Tappan and Harvard President Joseph Willard died. The
opening of these two positions sparked a great controversy known as "The Unitarian
Controversy." Orthodox minister and Harvard supervisor Jedidiah Morse demanded that
the positions go to orthodox men. This demand opened a doctrinal dispute between the
liberals and the orthodox of Boston. In the end, Morse lost and Henry Ware (1764-1840),
a liberal minister, accepted the position of Hollis Professor. In 1806 the Harvard
Presidency went to liberal Samuel Webber. Four years later John Thorton Kirkland,
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another liberal, took the presidency and added three more faculty members to the liberal
ranks, one of whom was John Quincy Adams. From that point Harvard College remained
the stronghold of Unitarian education.
The primary result of the Unitarian takeover of Harvard was stronger discontent
between the Unitarians and the Trinitarians within the Congregational society. At the
point when the Unitarians seized control of Harvard College and the Unitarian
Controversy began there ceased pulpit exchanges. 8 Prior to the split in the
Congregationalist churches between the liberals and orthodox both Unitarians and
Trinitarians shared pulpits and delivered sermons. This was primarily due to the fact that
the Unitarians did not press doctrinal issues until 1812. Denying the right of the liberals
to speak was very injurious to the church. This act deemed the liberals as outcasts. With
the schism between the two sects, Dr. Gannett, a Unitarian, rightly stated, "We are a
community by ourselves. "9
In 1819, William Ellery Channing articulated the basic doctrines of Unitarianism
in a speech entitled Unitarian Christianity. 10 This speech was given in Baltimore at the
ordination of the Reverend Jared Sparks. In his speech, Channing emphasized two major
tenets of the Unitarian faith: 1) the principles used to properly interpret Scripture and 2)
the doctrines that were conceived from the interpretation. From these two tenets the
theological basis of the Unitarian faith was established. 11 In the speech, Channing
elaborated on the Unitarian doctrines of a single God (as opposed to a triune divinity),
universal salvation, and the inherent moral perfection of God, which enabled man to
overcome the bonds of sin and walk in moral perfection.
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Channing's speech was emblematic ofthe rationales' faith. The Unitarians' emphasized
the use of logic and reason to understand scripture. In Unitarian Christianity Channing
called for both liberal and orthodox Christians to use their logical mental faculties: "God
has given us a rational nature, and will call all ofus to an account ofit." 12 Moreover, the
Unitarians had a high regard for the Bible, believing it the inspired word ofGod. In
respect to the Bible the Unitarian attitude was similar to that ofAnglican William
Chillingworth who said, "The Bible, the Bible, I say, the Bible only, is the religion of
Protestants." 13 Unlike their Puritan ancestors, however, the Unitarians' faith focused
more on the New Testament. 14 It is this emphasis on the Bible as the infallible word of
God and the use of logic that helped formulate Unitarian doctrine.
Part of their logical interpretation ofscripture included the logical principle of
non-contradiction. This law states that iftwo things are slightly different in any way they
are not the same. Channing emphasized the use ofthis principle and exemplified the
Unitarian mindset when he stated, "we believe that God never contradicts, in one part of
Scripture, what he teaches in another; and never contradicts in revelation, what he teaches
in his works and providence." 15 Their doctrinal reasoning might look like this syllogism:

Similarly,

1) The Bible says that God is not a man (Num. 23: 19).
2) If the Bible says God is not a man, then Jesus, being a man (Acts 2:22;
I Tim. 2:5), is not God.
3) Therefore, Jesus Christ is not God.
1) The Bible says that God wants all men to be saved and come to a
knowledge ofthe truth (I Tim 2:4, italics mine).
2) If the Bible says that God wants all men to be saved, then salvation is
available to all people, not just the "elect."
16
3) Therefore, salvation is available for all people.
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The Unitarians were devoutly monotheistic in their faith and worship. Their
rejection of the Trinity prompted their orthodox opponents to label them "Unitarians." To
Unitarians, a triune God was inconceivable and illogical because it could not be logically
interpreted from scripture. In Unitarian Christianity, Channing requested evidences of
the trinity in scripture: "We challenge our opponents to adduce one passage in the New
Testament, where the word God means three persons, where it is not limited to one
person, and where, unless turned from its usual sense by the connexion, it does not mean
the Father." 17 Although some historians state that the Trinity was not the primary tenet of
the liberals' faith, it was clearly the cause of much dialogue between the liberals and the
orthodox. 18
The Unitarian Christianity speech was given primarily to clear up misconceptions
that the Congregationalist brethten had about the Unitarians. Orthodox
Congregationalists commonly criticized the Unitarians for their reliance on reason. The
orthodox also argued that even though doctrines such as the Trinity were indeed illogical
and unsound, there was no reason to disbelieve them, for God was so immense and so
great that He and His ways were outside of reason. The conclusion to their argument is
that one cannot truly know God for he is outside reason. The Congregationalists, like
their Puritan ancestors, believed that God was knowable and could be experienced
especially through prayer and devoted Scripture reading. In fact the necessary requisite
condition for salvation was some type of conversion experience. The primary
contradiction arises when the orthodox believe that God is knowable and understanding
His Word can come through reason, logic, and experience. Yet He is unknowable
because He cannot be conceived by reason.
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One of the orthodox complaints was that relying too heavily on logic and reason
would negate the role of miracles within Christianity. Despite their heavy use of logic
and reason the Unitarians still made room for the reality of miracles. Thus, the miracles
performed by Jesus and specifically his resurrection was the historical event from which
the Unitarians received their faith. Within their interpretation of the Bible, the Unitarians
emphasized the miracles of Christ as evidence of the truths of Christianity. Miracles
were_acts or occurrences that were against what was known in natural law (i.e., walking
on water or turning water into wine). Miracles, however, are not in accordance with
logic. They were based either upon experience or upon faith. Despite the lack of logical
consistency of miracles, belief in miracles was, and still is, one of the basic essentials of
the Unitarian faith and Christian apologetics.
Because of their strong emphasis on reason and inspiration of Scripture most
Unitarians shied away from emotional experiences and mystical, naturalistic
philosophy. 19 They denounced personal religious experiences as a necessity for
salvation. Although they did not deny the possibility of personal conversion experiences,
the Unitarians thought that the requirement of a conversion experience to be admitted
into the church was quite unnecessary and outright evil. Their antagonism towards
conversion experiences was based upon their conception of God and salvation. Instead of
believing in a personal religious conversion the Unitarians believed in a universal
salvation. In their eyes, God took on fatherly qualities, as portrayed by Jesus. Channing
stated, "To give our views of God in one word, we believe in his Parental character. We
ascribe to him, not only the name, but the dispositions and principles of a father. We
believe that he has a father's concern for his creatures, a father's desire for their
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improvement, a father's equity in proportioning his commands to their powers, a father's
joy in their progress, a father's readiness to receive the penitent, and father's justice for
the incorrigible."20 Using logic the Unitarians believed that it was inconceivable that
man was evil by nature while having a good and morally perfect Creator. As a loving
father, God desired all of his children to be saved, not just the "elect" of which the
Congregationalists spoke. The Unitarians believed that it was the love and goodness of
God, rather than the fear and intimidation of hell or God, that would cause repentance
and thus lead to conversion. The Unitarians did win out on this point in debates with the
orthodox denominations.
All in all, Unitarian Christianity essentially demarcated the differences between
the liberals and orthodox within the Congregationalist church. With Channing's speech
the Unitarian liberals were officially ostracized from the ranks of Congregationalism.
With their separation from the orthodox Congregationalists, the Unitarians spread their
rational gospel through an organization dedicated to its cause. Like other religious
groups in the early 1800s, the liberal ministers recognized that in order to strengthen their
convictions they needed an official network of churches. 21 In order to provide support
for Unitarian beliefs, William Ellery Channing began the Berry Street Conference of
liberal ministers in 1820. This group provided direction for the church in the midst of
heightening opposition from orthodox congregations.
In 1825, the official culmination of the liberal ministers' efforts occurred with the
establishment of the American Unitarian Association (AUA). This organization enabled
American Unitarianism to become a denomination. The Congregationalists officially
recognized the AUA during this year. The AUA helped solidify and expand the
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Unitarian faith and gave the worshippers a sense of community. The members of this
group were the great liberal ministers and thinkers of their time. Men like William Ellery
Channing, Andrews Norton, Dr. Henry Ware and others made up the organization to
"diffuse the knowledge and promote the interests of pure Christianity throughout our
country."22 The group published pamphlets and aided Unitarian congregations around
the country. Some of the congregations were out of touch due to the geographical
barriers that separated the eastern United States from the west. 23 To resolve this problem,
the AUA developed a missionary system in which a minister was paid to travel from
congregation to congregation in order to see that the churches were in good standing.
Following the establishment of the AUA the Unitarian denomination grew
rapidly. By 1825, there were 125 Unitarian congregations within the American Unitarian
Association. Along with the momentous expansion came notable adherents to the faith.
Harriet Beecher Stowe commented to her brother that "all the literary men of
Massachusetts were Unitarian; all the trustees and professors of Harvard College were
Unitarian; all the elite of wealth and fashion crowded Unitarian churches; the judges on
the bench were Unitarian."24 These members included President John Adams, Daniel
Webster, and Alexander Hamilton. By blending the Enlightenment ideals of logic and
reason with faith in the miracles of Scripture, the Unitarians created a rich intellectual
tradition. The pace at which the church was progressing would come to a quick halt, for
little did they know that out of their own flock would come another source of opposition.
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The Emersonian Revolution
Born in 1803, Ralph Waldo Emerson was raised in a Unitarian home and his
father was a Unitarian minister who physically built his own church. Emerson followed
suit in his education and received his degree from Harvard Divinity School. After
graduation Emerson taught at a school with his brother. Later, he took up the pulpit at
the Second Church in Boston, where he grew dissatisfied with Unitarian doctrines and
rituals. Emerson came to believe that receiving the Lord's Supper, often called
Communion, was not a necessary ritual for a spiritual person. He argued that the Lord's
Supper was the Jewish Passover, and Jesus had not intended it to become a religious rite.
In June, 1832, the church council rejected the changes that Emerson wanted to make
concerning the Lord's Supper. Moreover, the council closed down the church for six
weeks for necessary repairs. During this time, Emerson, while traveling and preaching in
Maine, moved towards rejecting the doctrine of the Lord's Supper and found logical
reasons for his argument in books written by George Fox (1624-1691), the founder of the
Quakers,. Emerson would not administer the Lord's Supper because it went against his
conscience. In his journal he wrote, "I cannot go habitually to an institution which they
esteem holiest with indifference & dislike. "25 After months of deliberation Emerson
delivered his final sermon on the issue and then resigned from the ministry. The sermon
on "The Lord's Supper" was Emerson's first step in his departure from the Unitarian
Christian tradition.
After his resignation from the Second Church Emerson traveled to Europe to visit
the Romantics.

In Britain, Emerson met Romantics Thomas Carlyle, Samuel Coleridge,

and William Wordsworth. As a reaction against the Enlightenment, Romanticism
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emphasized the beauty in nature and measured the worth of the universe in terms of that
beauty. In contrast, the Enlightenment had emphasized understanding the universe
through science and reason. The German Idealists influenced the British Romantics. In
fact Carlyle urged Emerson to learn German so he could read Goethe in the original
language. With the ability to read German, Emerson immersed himself in the writings of
the German Idealists. From the German Idealists Emerson derived much of his
philosophy. Like the Romantics, the German Idealists were a response to the
Enlightenment idea that the universe was completely determined. The German idealists
attempted to reintroduce a spiritual concept to the world by rejecting determinism and
developing a mystical philosophy.
The German idealists had their roots in the philosophy of Immanual Kant. But
what exactly is idealism? In philosophical terms idealism is simply the view that the
world depends upon ideas: objects exist only insofar as they are objects of
consciousness.26 There are several types of idealism, only two of which will be discussed
in this section. The first is "Transcendental Idealism" which Kant established. The
second is "Absolute Idealism" which was held by Fichte, Schelling, and Hegel.
The German philosopher Immanual Kant first used the term "Transcendental" to
refer to his ideas of the transcendental ego and the transcendental object. 27 In his

Critique ofPure Reason, Kant argued that one must have what is called a "transcendental
self' in order to gain objective knowledge of the natural world.
Kant believed that knowledge was only attainable through sensory experience.
Once an idea of an object was held the ideas of the objects needed breaking down. Kant
held that the mind, also known as the intellect, contained organizing principles that
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impose order on experience. The mind also contains forms and categories that give
meaning to experiences. These categories are a priori, meaning they have no basis from
experience. They are brute facts. Kant categorized these forms and categories into two
forms of perception (space and time) and twelve categories of the understanding. 28
Basically the world exists as a product of our own conscious activity. Kant believed that
man's perceptions were organized within what he called "pure a priori intuitions of space
and time." In terms of rational principles such as the idea that our perceptions relate in
causal relation with one another, knowledge of an objective world would be impossible. 29
What this means is that we cannot be aware of ourselves unless we are aware of other
material substances. All we have are our ideas of the things surrounding us.
Kant believed that knowledge of nature would be impossible without
understanding the synthesizing sensations in accordance with the categories in the mind.
Rational thought alone could not lead one to knowledge. When one synthesizes the
sensations according to the categories of understanding we do not have knowledge of an
objective world. A transcendental self carried out this synthesizing and outside of this
transcendental self, nothing could be known. Thus the external world was subjective
rather than objective.
The result of Kant's transcendental idealism was the view that the world, its
conventions, and appearances were a farce. Kant emphasized the importance of the
human mind and the inner self. It is in this inner self, or the transcendent self, through
which sensations are perceived and synthesized. The idea of the inner self rejected the
idea of absolutes and made reality purely subjective rather than objective. Kant also
denied the existence of knowledge of the supernatural. Kant greatly influenced the
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modern German idealists. Among these thinkers were Johann Gottleib, Friedrich
Wilhelm Joseph von Schelling, and Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel. These thinkers
extended Kant's philosophy and created Absolute Idealism. Absolute Idealism is
different from Transcendental idealism. Gottleib Fichte (1762-1814), another German
philosopher, drew from Kant's ideology to develop absolute idealism. Fichte held that
hard determinism, the view that the universe is operating as a machine and that things are
set according to the laws of physics, was incompatible with free will. Fichte believed
that the categories of understanding and space and time were not facts that must be
accepted, but rather necessary requirements for knowledge. In order to have knowledge,
one must be a free individual or ego. It is from this starting point that Fichte developed
his religious ideas.
In rejecting the deterministic viewpoint, Fichte believed that the cosmos was a
universal Ego, struggling to understand itself and to obtain perfect self-awareness. This
form of idealism makes ideas or the Spirit the absolute Idea or reality. This view extends
itself not only to the divine but to the personal as well. The universal Ego was all
encompassing and caused all things to be divine. Intellectual historian Roland Stromberg
states, "One might say without too much distortion that each of us is God, or a part of
God-if we equate the 'absolute' or 'world spirit' with God." 3° Fichte, Stromberg
continues, "introduced an intoxicating idea which in the broader sense was very
romantic: that the world is spiritual, that we are part of a spiritual world, and that in moral
experience especially we can touch the uttermost sublimities of the universe."31
Emerson derived most of his philosophy from Fichte and Kant. From Fichte,
Emerson derived the idea that the dualistic nature of God and the soul was in reality a
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projection of the soul. By allowing man's reason to understand reality German Idealism
allowed for reality to exist in the nature of Ideas. These ideas revealed the reality and
corresponded with the ultimate Idea. These ideas however were not objective. One
person could perceive something one way and another person could perceive it in a
different light. This notion provided the individualistic mindset that Emerson employed
in the Divinity Hall address as well as in his essay "Self Reliance."
Upon his return to America from Europe, Emerson wrote and published Nature in
1836. Nature is considered to be the fundamental work of American Transcendentalism.
In Nature Emerson defined the virtues of discipline, beauty, language, and idealism.
Emerson wrote how these virtues are spiritual in origin.
In Nature, Emerson expounded upon the theory of correspondence. 32 Emerson
established this doctrine as a primary perspective that unified the Transcendentalists.
This doctrine was Platonic in nature and stated that "different levels of the world
expressed one another and reflected one another so that truth in one sphere told the tale of
truth in another."33 The cosmos existed in two spheres: the physical universe that one
viewed and the world of the forms. Reality did not exist in the physical universe, but
rather in the world of the forms. These two worlds were in a state of flux. Understanding
the world necessitates an understanding of the virtues in Nature and the corresponding
relationship with the spiritual realm. The theory of correspondence had ancient roots.
The ancient understanding of correspondence existed in a dichotomy of the natural and
the spiritual. Even though this was a dichotomy it was still One. The natural was made
up of the same "worldstuff' as the spiritual. 34 This allowed for no distinction to be made
between the secular and the holy.

The cosmos of the natural world correlated with the
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cosmos of the spiritual. For example, the ancient Egyptians viewed the cosmos as a flat
circle with another flat circle beneath it. Each of the flat circles was a hemisphere. Each
hemisphere was a level, which was an exact replica of the one below it. Deceased kings
and gods ascended to the sky of the upper-world while common people who died
descended to the lower world. Thus the occurrences in the physical upper world were
seen as influenced, if not controlled by, the corresponding spiritual forces in the lower
and upper world. Similarly, the Stoics of ancient times believed that the universe was
governed by a mystical natural law. The Stoics believed that by reason and abandonment
of convention one could gain wisdom and understand the world around them. This law
was worldwide and stated that human nature and the natural world were closely knit
together.
This doctrine of correspondence, as well as the Judea-Christian tradition,
provided the Transcendentalists with a complex Neoplatonic system of perceiving the
cosmos. It was with these interconnecting ideas that the Transcendentalists engaged with
experiences of the holy.
In conjunction with publishing Nature Emerson began the Transcendental Club
on September 19, 1836. Members of the Transcendentalist club included women and
men, such as Amos Bronson Alcott, William Henry Channing, Henry David Thoreau,
Margaret Fuller, George Ripley, Fredric Henry Hedge, Theodore Parker, James Freeman
Clarke, Elizabeth Palmer Peabody, and Orestes Brownson. 35 They would gather and
converse over topics of education, problems of "American Genius," law, truth, their
personal journals (specifically Emerson's), worship and property. 36
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Transcendentalists were responsible for introducing Romanticism into American
literature. Yet, at its core, Transcendentalism was a revolt against the rigid religion of the
Unitarian church. Many Transcendentalists were raised in Unitarian homes and were
tired of the rigid "corpse cold" faith as Emerson called it. There were others who
approved of the movement and converted to Unitarianism just to revolt against it. 37
Some were Unitarian ministers or trained for the ministry such as Ralph Waldo Emerson.
These religious visionaries took advantage of their previous knowledge to restructure the
shape and content of Unitarianism.
Rationalism and Lockean philosophy was deeply embedded in Unitarian
preaching and rationale. Transcendentalism diverged from Enlightenment ideals, chiefly
those of Locke. John Locke held a theory of materialistic epistemology. It was Locke's
philosophy that the Transcendentalists regarded as the enemy.

To the

Transcendentalists things did not have to make sense. The inconsistencies of life were a
cause for rejoicing.
Emerson's overall philosophy was a conglomeration of both Eastern and Western
ideas. Emerson embraced ideas ranging from Neoplatonism to Eastern mysticism. It
must also be understood that Emerson's philosophy, which other Transcendentalists
embraced, was to be applied purely by the individual for the individual's spiritual
betterment. Emerson prided himself on the fact that he had no one embrace him as a
mentor or disciple. 38
Emerson's beliefs are better understood in this dichotomy: on one side there was
the idea that matter was really real. The chief component of this matter was Spirit. On
the other side there was the world of illusion or unreality, which one needed to figure out
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and free himself or herself. Religious scholar Catherine Albanese states, "Nature, in
other words, might be sacramental, an emblem of divine things that in some way actually

contained the divinity to which it pointed. "39 Thus, in order to achieve harmony in life,
one had to be in harmony with nature and have an understanding of how it was changing.
In seeking after an understanding of these worlds it was necessary to discover that which
was permanent and that which was transient. In other words, one had to understand the
truths that were solid fact as well as understand the truths in the world, which were apt to
change or need tweaking from time to time.
Emerson's ideas stemmed from religious systems besides Christianity. Emerson
and his Transcendental colleagues were well-versed in the Upanishads, the primary
religious texts for Hindus. The Hindu faith holds that God is within a person, rather than
external to an individual. This idea was in existence for centuries before Emerson. This
internal divinity (Atman) was part of a larger whole (Brahman) and yet was the whole

(Atman is Brahman). From his Hindu understanding Emerson came up with the concept
of the "Over-Soul," which was his concept of Brahman. The Over-Soul was the ultimate
authority, which transcended man's intellect and reason. This Over-Soul was what linked
the atman with the paramatman, or divine soul. 40 It is in understanding nature and
becoming one with it that a person comes to enlightenment. Emerson introduced other
religions besides Christianity to the intellectual arena in America. 41
After his departure from the ministry, Emerson served as an author and lecturer.
By the mid-1830s, Emerson was gaining popularity due to his work Nature and his
adherence to the German Idealist School of thinking. All around Boston many ideas
were being exchanged at the intellectual and spiritual level. 42 German idealism and
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Swedenborgism were some of the most popular isms of the time.43 Many of the Harvard
divinity students had heard of Emerson's ideas or had heard him lecture. The Harvard
divinity students were not immune to these influential ideas and they often discussed
them among themselves, as well as in the presence of Emerson himself. 44 Clearly the
divinity students, when inviting Emerson to give their graduation speech, knew what risk
they were taking. They understood that while the occasion merited a conservative
speech, they were having no common man come to deliver the address. And they were
not to receive a conservative speech.
Emerson's most influential address was given at Harvard Divinity School on July
15, 1838. The speech was given at a time when the fiery debates of the Unitarian
controversy were settled and recognition of the liberals by the orthodox was well
established. The Unitarians were a solid denomination, but Emerson was about to shake
its foundations. In this address Emerson expressed all of his ideas concerning the
shortcomings of the Unitarian church. This speech caused division between the old
school liberal church and the new rebellious sect. Understanding this speech and its basic
arguments provides insight into the changes not only within the church but also within
early nineteenth century American history.
The crowd had gathered in the Divinity School hall at Harvard on the beautiful
summer day of July 15, 1838. Many had traveled from long distances to see Emerson
speak. The graduating class eagerly sat in the front rows of the church. Along with the
students Emerson saw many familiar faces, like Andrews Norton, Elizabeth Peabody,
Henry Ware Jr., Theodore Parker, and William Ellery Channing These men and women
were his teachers and his father's contemporaries.
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Emerson's address was carefully thought out and written. He understood that in
presenting his ideas in a well-structured speech, his audience, while not fully agreeing
with his speech, would retain his ideas and understand that he was not a mad man
"intoxicated by his ideas and reeling out of control."45 Reflecting on writing the speech,
Emerson wrote in his journal, "I know & will know no such thing as haste in
composition. "46
Emerson's presentation had four parts. The first gave a natural history of virtue.
The second section of his address dealt with the defects of historical Christianity,
primarily that the church had neglected the teaching of the soul or divine spirit within.
The third part of Emerson's argument dealt with the lack of effective preaching within
the Unitarian church. Finally, Emerson concluded his speech with the solution to the
Church's problems: preaching of the soul and the divinity of man and rejecting the
traditions of the past to blaze a new trail in the faith.
Emerson discussed the greatness of the human soul, its divinity, and its union
with God. This was in contrast to the established notions of the infallibility of scriptures
and the idea of a theistic God. He presented ideas such as the divinity of man, an idea
with which his audience was familiar. In an 1819 speech, William Ellery Channing
stated "we see God around us for he dwells in us."47 By this statement Channing did not
mean that we were each personal gods as Emerson would assert, but rather that God, who
is the Father of men, endowed mankind with his nature. Just as a son or daughter
resembles his or her father, man resembles God in some ways. Emerson also presented a
pantheistic view of God. Revelation was not to be found in a book or in a specific
message, it was to be found in the soul and harmony with nature. This unnerved many of
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the older members of the audience. The older members of the church were distraught
over these ideas because they held to the divine inspiration of scripture and the
significance of Jesus as the Son of God. The younger, more impressionable members
listened with eager ears.
At the time Emerson gave his address many Christian denominations debated the
importance of miracles. Within the Unitarian church there was much discussion about
the necessity of miracles as evidence for the integrity of the Christian gospel. Many felt
that miracles were sufficient evidence of the infallibility of the Bible and of Christ being
the Messiah. Others thought that miracles were not enough to prove the ministry of
Christ. The argument for miracles was that if Jesus were the Son of God then he would
have practiced miracles. The reports of Jesus practicing miracles were reliable according
to the church because people were willing to die for the testimony of Scripture and myths
do not make martyrs. Therefore, miracles occurred. The more liberal sect of Unitarians
believed that reliance on miracles as evidence for the gospel and the integrity of Scripture
was not enough.
In the Divinity Hall Address Emerson criticized the church for emphasizing the
miracles in Scripture. Life was a miracle enough. In regard to Jesus' view of miracles,
Emerson stated, "He spoke of miracles; for he felt that man's life was a miracle, and all
that man doth, and he knew that this daily miracle shines as the character ascends."48
Miracles were not individual moments of divine intervention.· They were natural
phenomena and to appeal to miracles as a defense of the faith was preposterous. In the
address he stated, "To aim to convert a man by miracles is a profanation of the soul." 49
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It follows that ifmiracles were not divine interventions into nature then the
understanding ofthe person ofJesus changes. Emerson believed that Jesus belonged "to
the true race ofprophets." 50 Jesus understood the divine capability ofall men and the
ability of man to align himselfwith the divine essence ofthe world. Jesus was the only
person in history that understood and appreciated the meaning ofhumanity and the
essence of the goodness in man. This was in contrast to what the more conservative
Unitarians thought. It had been a long-standing tradition that Jesus was the Son of God
and to the Unitarians he was significant because he was the Messiah the Old Testament
prophesied, and he was the only one to live a sinless life and to be raised from the dead.
After addressing the issue ofmiracles, Emerson presented his disgust with the
Unitarian ministers. The ministers of the Unitarian church, Emerson wrote in his journal
in April 1838, were "a night chair at sick beds & rheumatic souls; and the fire ofthe
minstrel's eye & the vivacity ofhis word is exchanged for intense grumbling enunciation
ofthe Cambridge sort, & for scripture phraseology."51 Emerson still attended a
Unitarian congregation. He regarded the congregation's minister, Barazilla Frost, as a
stereotypical representative ofministers ofthat day. In his address, Emerson stated, "I
once heard a preacher who sorely tempted me to say I would go to church no more. "52
His disgust with the Unitarian minister was based upon Mr. Frost's poor performance and
the lack ofpersonal investment in his sermons. Emerson wanted to know the realities
behind the minister's life. He wanted to know what the minister cried at, what he
laughed at, what his dreams were, whether he was married or not, and ifhe was a father.

.

Learning about the minister's experiences was, to Emerson, receiving the bread oflife. 53
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Overall, Emerson wanted some type of personal experience from the minister that told
him that he was a real human being, not a detached moral robot.
Preaching according to Emerson was "the expression of the moral sentiment in
application to the duties of life. "54 The capable preacher should be one that could nurture
the soul into a relationship with the divine in which beauty and pleasure in obedience was
found. It was out of the soul that ministers should preach, not out of historical Chr1stian
tradition. Preaching then should cultivate the moral sentiments of the hearers. A
preacher should be one who is able to "convert life into truth. "55 It was also the
responsibility of the preacher to communicate what God is, not what He was. Similarly,
the preacher should speak what God is speaking, not what he spoke in the past. 56
Emerson also wanted ministers to preach revelation that was fresh and
invigorating. He wanted new revelation. Emerson believed that in order to receive
revelation it was not necessary to subordinate oneself to Christ, but rather to understand
the Moral Nature or Natural law. It is in understanding this law that revelation is given.
Because the soul was not preached Emerson felt that the Church had become dead and
that revelation had become dead. The Unitarian services were too rigid and structured.
As Emerson said, "The second defect of the traditionary and limited way of using the
mind of Christ is a consequence of the first; this, namely: that the Moral Nature, that Law
of laws whose revelations introduce greatness-yea, God himself.-into the open soul, is
not explored as the fountain of the established teaching in society. Men have come to
speak of the revelation as somewhat long ago given and done, as if God were dead. "57

29

In his argument, Emerson also undermined the source of Unitarian revelation: the Bible.
Emerson argued that man could receive a new revelation in nature. This revelation
would then give way to an understanding of oneself and the universe around him/her.
Emerson wanted the Christianity the Unitarians professed to be meaningful. He
desired worship to be more than the form that it had taken on. He wanted Unitarianism
and its ministers not to be bound by tradition. 58 Emerson wanted the ministers to preach
messages that provoked new thought. He stated, "The Puritans in England and America
found in the Christ of the Catholic Church and in the dogmas inherited from Rome, scope
for their austere piety and their longings for civil freedom. But their creed is passing
away, and none arises in its room."59
Emerson also complained that the church had neglected to nurture the soul. In
stating this, Emerson's Neoplatonic ideas were clearly expressed. Emerson emphasized
the individual's soul and the necessity of self-reliance. Individualism was of chief
importance to Emerson. In the divinity address Emerson exhorts the audience in "the
great stoical doctrine, Obey thyself." 60 One's mind must be cultivated and what one
believed to be true must be sought after. Later, Emerson wrote a lecture entitled "Self
Reliance" in which he emphasized individualism as a cardinal virtue. It was this
individualism that Emerson emphasized as the cure for the decaying faith.
In light of his complaints and the problems he had with the Church, Emerson did
not want the church to develop more rites or more dogmas. These were what he opposed.
He desired for men to be themselves, love God or Nature, and not desire the glory and
rewards of society. Emerson asserted that he did not want to establish another religion,
but rather desired a church reformation. Since the Unitarian church was settled into its
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own denomination the church was ripe for reformation. He writes, "I confess, all
attempts to project and establish a Cultus with new rites and forms, seem to me vain.
Faith makes us, and not we it, and faith makes its own forms. All attempts to contrive a
system are as cold as the new worship introduced by the French to the goddess of
Reason,--- to-day, pasteboard and filigree, and ending to-morrow in madness and
murder." 61
He encouraged the divinity students to breathe new life into the established
church in order for it to take on a new form. Emerson believed that the ultimate remedy
for the "deformity" of the Unitarian Church was preaching the soul. 62 Emerson hoped
that the next generation of Unitarian pastors would transform the church. Emerson
exhorted the new clergymen to embark on their spiritual journeys alone. They should not
live in the shadows of their mentors, but rather excel past them. 63 Emerson challenged
them not to imitate these men, but rather live out their own calling and trust their own
hearts. He also encouraged them to preach the soul as new bards of the Holy Ghost. 64
Only in preaching the soul could one become free and enlightened.
This address created serious challenges for the old school rational Unitarian
Christians. With his heavy emphasis on forms, the soul, and the divinity of man,
Emerson clearly denounced the faculties of logic and reason that were the legacy of the
Enlightenment. These faculties were at the core of the Unitarian faith as well as their
predecessors, the Puritans. If was these ideals that the American Unitarian church had so
cherished and from which it had derived its doctrine. These ideals had established the
Unitarians as distinct from orthodox denominations. This address was a key shift in the
Unitarian church away from reason, logic, and biblical truth to the realm of naturalism,
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atheism, pantheism, and deism. Unitarian historian Dr. Holmes accurately states, "But
Emerson was the divine touch. His utterance at the Harvard Divinity School was the
magic password. In an instant, dogmas dropped away, miracles vanished into the realm
of myth and legend, Jesus was dethroned from his place as the Divine Savior, to take his
greater place as the supreme master of the human spirit."65 Similarly, religious scholar
Sydney Ahlstrom states, "With the Divinity School Address, Emerson became America's
first 'death-of-God' theologian, and it goes without saying that his efforts were not
received with enthusiasm by the pillars of church and society."66
Following the Divinity Hall Address, Emerson's church attendance dwindled. In
fact Emerson practically disappeared from the Unitarian scene and left the ensuing debate
to other ministers. Though his speech caused quite a stir, he made no apologies for it or
addressed a defense for it. He left that responsibility to the others in the Transcendental
school, particularly the young Theodore Parker.
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The Reaction to the Address
Emerson's Divinity Hall Address sparked what has been called the "Second
Unitarian Controversy" or the "Transcendental Controversy" within the Unitarian
Church. This speech divided the Unitarian church into two schools: the rationalists and
the Transcendentalists. The rational school was composed ofolder members of the
Unitarian Church that held to the basic Christian doctrines such as belief in miracles, the
use oflogic and reason in biblical interpretation, the inerrancy of the Sacred Scripture,
the beliefin a theistic God and Jesus Christ as His Son. The rationales argued in typical
Unitarian fashion. They formulated logical verbal arguments, which were later
published. This was awkward for the old school rationals because they were arguing
within their own ranks with men they taught and knew well. But they were fighting for a
cause that they had long been fighting-the establishment and preservation ofa rational
gospel and church. They were not merely arguing for word's sake,; it was for the sake of
the Truth and for the sake of God. Eventually verbal defenses were not enough;
rationalists resorted to ostracizing members with transcendental leanings from the
Unitarian church.
The Transcendentalists posed a clear and present danger to the rational old school.
The Transcendentalists had no primary doctrinal stance other than the divinity ofman
and the correspondence ofman's soul to the supreme Whole in order to gain
enlightenment and truth. Three responses to Emerson's address illustrate the debate
between rationalists and transcendentalists within the Unitarian church. One was of
disdain and disgust on the part ofthe rationalists. Henry Ware Jr., Emerson's
predecessor at the Second Church was concerned that Emerson's address was on the
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verge of heretical. Emerson's speech represented the "latest form ofinfidelity," as
biblical scholar Andrews Norton titled his response. The second response was of
uncertainty, bordering concern. The third response was ofsheer delight. The young
minds ofthe Divinity School, as well as recent graduates such as Theodore Parker, were
excited to have fresh material and the endorsement ofoutside ideas such as German
Idealism. Each ofthese responses was significant and played an important role in
developing the future ofthe Unitarian Church.
The immediate response to Emerson's address came from his predecessor, Henry
Ware Jr. (1794-1843). Having retired from his position as pastor ofthe Second Church,
the church that Emerson also pastored, for a teaching position at Harvard Divinity School
in 1829, Ware opposed some ofthe ideas Emerson proposed. Immediately after the
Divinity Hall Address was delivered Dr. Ware spoke with Emerson. In their
conversation Ware stated that he "would probably assent to his [Emerson's] unqualified
statements, ifhe could take his own qualifications with them." 67 By this statement Ware
said that he could not fully agree with Emerson's speech unless he disregarded his
position as a minister, teacher, and Christian. The next day Ware wrote a letter to
Emerson to qualify his statement by stating that his comment related to "only a portion
and not to all" ofthe address. 68 Some ofthe ideas that Emerson presented brought
sorrow to Ware. In the same letter Ware stated, "They [the ideas presented] appear to me
more than doubtful, and their prevalence would tend to overthrow the authority and
influence ofChristianity. On this account, I look with anxiety and no little sorrow to the
course which your mind has been taking. " 69
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Two months after Emerson's address Ware delivered a sermon entitled "The
Personality of the Deity." Though some scholars have regarded the sermon as a direGt
response to Emerson's address, this sermon was one in a series of sermons that Ware was
delivering on "The Existence of Deity." Though it was not a direct response, it did
include a rebuttal of Emerson's pantheistic view of God. In this sermon Ware rationally
argued that the personality traits and laws that dictate life must be attributed to God in
order to have a meaningful life and a proper understanding of Christianity. Ware
discussed the attributes and character of God, and he based his argument upon the
anthromorphic concept of God. Anthromorphism means "belonging to that which has the
form of man; having the figure or resemblance of man." 70 Ware stated in the sermon,
"Our representations of the being and perfections of God are therefore incomplete, until
we have taken into consideration the additional view now suggested. The idea of
personality must be added to that of natural and moral perfection, in order to the full
definition of the Deity."71 Neglecting the personality of God resulted in a non-theistic
entity from which no relationship between man and Divine could be derived.
Ware first defined a person as "an intelligent, conscious agent; one who thinks,
perceives, understands, wills, and acts." 72 Ware then proceeded to claim that God has
these qualities just as man does. Ware believed that it was erroneous to claim that God
was simply the being that held the natural principles together. God was more than a
universal cohesive or a principle that operated in accordance to the natural principles.
Attacking the impersonal view of God, Ware stated, "There have been those who
maintain this idea; who hold, that the principles which govern the universe constitute the
Deity; that power, wisdom, veracity, justice, benevolence, are God: that gravitation, light,
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electricity, are God." 73 To Ware, God was more than these things He created. True to
the Unitarian sentiment, God was a loving Father that cared for each individual, who
made his heart known through the person of Jesus Christ.
After defining the concept of personhood, Ware continued his argument with two
analogies. The first was that man had consciousness of the principles that govern the
universe. If man were not conscious or non-existent, these principles would cease to
exist. "Thus, for example, veracity, justice, love, are sentiments or obligations which
spring up from the relations subsisting between different beings, and can exist only where
there are persons ... if there be no beings to recognise them, no agents to conform to or
violate them, they would be as if they were not." 74 Moreover, Ware asked if the
sentiments of love, justice and virtue would exist and be recognized if there were only
one person on the earth. Ware concluded that these notions would not exist for they only
are recognizable when in relationships with other humans. Ware insisted that without
personality, life is unimaginable. "Thus the doctrine, which denies personality to God, is
in opposition to the general economy of nature, which, as we have seen, sets peculiar
honor on persons. In all the other relations of its being, the soul is concerned with
nothing so much. Why should it be less in its highest relation?"75
Ware then went on to examine the result of denying the existence of God. Ware
stated that no one denies the existence of natural laws such as gravity, order, cause and
effect, and moral notions such as truth, love, and justice. If these principles comprise a
Deity, then denying the existence of a divine person is to deny these principles. In this
premise Ware used the logical principle of the excluded middle. This affirming principle
states, "Either there is x or there is not x." "There must be some Being to put in action
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these principles, to exercise these attributes," Ware argued, "To call the principles and the
attributes God, is to violate the established use of language, and confound the common
apprehensions of mankind ... There is a personal God, or there is none." 76
Ware concluded this premise with the idea that man was made in the image of
God. In describing notions of love, justice, truth, honor, and beauty one has not
described a human, but characteristics. Personality must be added in order to understand
what man is. If man was made in the image of God, then God must have personality as
well, for it was God who granted man personality at creation. Without personality the
idea of God is meaningless.
Ware also argued that if there is no God or divine personality the necessity of
worship and religion as a whole is meaningless. The notion of reverence is not just in
regard to God or to religion. Man reveres governments and laws. Worship is a form of
reverence and "is applicable only to a conscious being; as all the language and customs of
men signify. It is praise, thanks, honor, and petition, addressed to one who can hear and
reply."77
When reverence of the highest order is taken away, the soul of man is hopeless
and helpless. If one cried to a Deity which has no personality, the response by his heart
would be as Ware put it, "'The power that is over all sustains and guides, but, having no
personality, it cannot appreciate affection, nor give it back in return; be satisfied to
reverence and submit.' And so the filial spirit is mocked ... "78 To deny the existence of a
personal Deity, Ware believed, was a great injustice. It was not just an injustice to the
Christian church, but to the nature of religion itself. Ware believed that it was personality
of deity that brought forth the many divinities of other faiths and the worship of Mary in
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the Catholic Church. By neglecting the personality of deity it tore away that which was
instinctual to man. It ripped the heart of man and left him with abstractions and
principles.
Moreover, Ware presented the biblical contradiction that arises when God is
deduced to a mere universal substance or to abstract principles. Throughout the Old and
New Testament revelations of God's character are given. God is portrayed as merciful,
compassionate, loving, faithful, jealous, a Father, Creator, and friend. 79 To reject the
personality is to reject the divine revelation that has been given through the Scriptures
and to nullify the work of Christ. F�r Christ did not merely come to redeem the world, he
came to reveal the heart of God. 80 He presented God as a loving Father that desired to be
with his creation. Ware argued that to reduce God to a mystical substance that cannot be
made known is to "make Scripture unintelligible, and set at naught its express authority.
Until language changes its meaning, and all description is falsified, the doctrine of the
Divine Impersonality is a direct contradiction of the doctrine of revelation." 81
Ware then built upon this premise for his sixth and final assertion. To deny the
personality of God is to render the idea of revelation null and void. Ware defined a
revelation as a message sent from the Divine mind to the human mind. If God is reduced
to mere principles and abstractions then the case for revelation is pointless, for the
prophets, Jesus, and the apostles all claimed to have received revelation. The prophet
Nathan reported all he had received in his revelation. 82 The apostle Paul claimed, "I did
not receive it from any man, nor was I taught it; rather, I received it by revelation from
Jesus Christ. " 83 If the records of revelation given from the Scriptures are not to be taken
literally, Ware asserted, then the entire message of Christianity is a fraud, Christ and the
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apostles are liars, and millions of people are in error. If God revealed himself in abstract
principles and universal laws then it follows that Christ could not have come from God
for the revelation that Christ gave was more than principles of gravity.
Henry Ware Jr. concluded his sermon with a rather tolerant tone. He insisted that
atheism is not the same as immorality and that having leanings towards infidelity is not a
vice. To hold the views of the Deity as an impersonal being is not to say that one cannot
be a good person. It boiled down to a personal choice. Ware stated, "A philosopher here
and there, by his science and skill, might perhaps live without the sun; but strike it out
from the path of all men, and despair and death ensue." 84 Ware did hold true to his
convictions about the truth of Christianity. In deciding which God one is to follow one
must seek the truth, as well as understand the consequences of denying it. 85 To hold to
the mechanistic view of God as an abstract principle, Ware asserted, would be to stop
short of understanding the true nature of the Deity. It is an analysis of secondary causes,
not of the ultimate First Cause.
Though this sermon was not a direct response to Emerson's address, it did argue
against the impersonal concept of Deity. By stating the ideas related to holding an
impersonal view of the divine as well as the consequences of such leanings, Ware
presented a logical argument true to the traditional Unitarian form. Henry Ware Jr. must
not have been completely perturbed by Emerson's Transcendental ideas because he
believed that holding to the Transcendental worldview was a matter of personal
preference. Henry Ware Jr. was known to be one of the more tolerant of the teachers in
the Harvard community and Ware taught throughout the Unitarian-Transcendental
conflict until he retired in 1842.
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Though his response to Emerson's address was not immediate, Andrews Norton
produced the most comprehensive reply to Emerson's Divinity Hall Address, as well as
to German Idealism as a whole. Following the Divinity School Address, Andrews
Norton immediately retired to his home, locked himself in his room, and began his
rebuttal. Norton was the Dexter Professor of Sacred Literature at Harvard Divinity
School. He provided an outspoken response to Emerson's address, a year after the
Divinity Hall Address on July 19, 1839. The audience for Norton's speech was a board
of alumni from Harvard Divinity School who were concerned with the future of the
school and the ideas that were permeating their faith. In his presentation entitled, "A
discourse on the Latest form oflnfidelity," Norton attacked the ideas of the Germanic
school of theologians and philosophers. Norton proclaimed that the Germanic school of
thought was not compatible with Christianity.
Many of the followers of the Germanic school rejected the ideas of miracles,
specifically the miracle of divine creation, and believed in the modernist idea of the
world, while also claiming to be Christians. 86 According to Norton, the "latest form of
infidelity is distinguished by assuming the Christian name, while it strikes directly at the
root of faith in Christianity, and indirectly of all religion, by denying the miracles
attesting the divine mission of Christ."87
At the heart of Norton's argument was the idea that miracles are essential to
having a viable religion as well as a strong religious institution. Norton logically refuted
the idea that miracles do not exist. Norton argued against philosophers that rejected the
notion of miracles, specifically Baruch Spinoza (1632-1677) and Scottish empiricist
David Hume (1711-1776). The theology and philosophy of Baruch Spinoza was
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controversial during his time. Spinoza did not believe in the theistic view of God of the
Judea-Christian tradition, rather God was the bond that held the universe together.
Spinoza believed that the world was not dualistic in nature. There was no separation
between God and the world. This perspective is known as monism. Spinoza believed
that God was the essence of the universe and was Nature.
Norton believed that Spinoza's exchange of the words "God" and "Nature" was
erroneous. He stated, "The first writer, so far as I know, who maintained the
impossibility of a miracle was Spinoza, whose argument, disengaged from the use of
language foreign from his opinions, is simply this, that the laws of nature are the laws by
which God is bound, Nature and God being the same, and therefore laws from which
Nature or God can never depart."88 Spinoza believed that since God was Nature, God
was governed by the natural laws that exist and therefore everything that occurs in the
universe were due to natural occurring events, not by a transcendent God intervening in
the world's affairs. If divine intervention is not necessary and all occurrences in the
universe were due to natural causes, then it follows that the necessity of a divine Creator
is null and void.
The second modernist thinker that Norton addressed was David Hume. In his
famous essay on miracles Hume argued specifically against the miracles of Christianity.
In his address Norton quotes Hume's essay, "It is a miracle that a dead man should come
to life; because that has never been observed, in any age or country. There must,
therefore, be a uniform experience against every miraculous event; otherwise the event
would not merit that appellation. "89 As an empiricist, Hume believed that it was through
sensory experience that knowledge was gained. He stated that since miracles were not
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observed ever then they must not be believable. He further argued that it is irrational to
believe anyone who spoke of a miraculous event. Those reporting to have observed or
experienced miracles were either lying or were deceived. It is human nature to want to
believe in the miraculous and unexplainable, Hume argued.
In response to Hume's argument, Norton stated that man draws inferences from
experiences. One such inference that can be derived from experience is that "we may
conclude from it the existence of a power capable of works which we have never known
it to perform and no one, it may be presumed, who believes that there is a God, will say,
that he is convinced by his experience, that God can manifest his power only in
conformity to the laws which he has imposed upon nature."90 By this statement Norton
believed that if one drew the inference that miracles occurred, then the laws of nature
must not bind God. Experience can be used as a means to believe in miracles.
Norton believed that denying miracles as proof of religious truth was to deny the
existence of God. Creation itself was a miracle. "A miracle can be incapable of proof,
only because it is physically or morally impossible; since what is possible may be proved.
To deny that the truth of a miracle may be established, involves the denial of creation; for
there can be no greater miracle than creation."91 Norton rejected the naturalistic mindset
of the Roman naturalist Lucretius who stated that life originated from inanimate matter.
Norton believed that there must have been a first man and woman that were miraculously
created by "an act of God's power, exerted in a different manner from that in which it
operates according to the established laws of nature." 92 In some respect Norton appealed
to the first cause argument, which states that the universe must have had a beginning
because there cannot be an effect (the first man and woman) without a cause (God).
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Norton further argued that if God did not create life by using miraculous power,
but rather by using naturalistic law, then the outcome would not be good, but evil. He
stated, "There is nothing to warrant the opinion that the Deity still restrains his power by
an adherence to laws, the observance of which his creatures cannot recognize. We have
strong reasons for believing that such an apparently causeless uniformity of operation
would produce, not good, but evil. We have no ground for supposing that the operation
of the laws of nature, with which we are acquainted, extends beyond the ken of human
observation; or that these laws are anything more than a superficial manifestation of
God's power, the mere exterior phenomena of the universe. We have no reason to doubt
that the creation may be full of hidden miracles."93 By this statement Norton claimed that
God still performs miracles and miracles are yet to occur.
Norton then stated that if miracles do occur or are yet to be recognized that
Christianity reveals this truth. "Christianity claims to reveal facts, a knowledge of which
is essential to the moral and spiritual regeneration of men; and to offer, in attestation of
the truth of those facts, the only satisfactory proof, the authority of God, evidenced by
miraculous displays of his power. "94 Norton claimed that Christianity was a faith that
offered an explanation of the miraculous and that these miracles revealed the nature of
the Deity.
Those who rejected the miracles claimed by Christianity, Norton believed, were
unsound in their reasoning. Their reasoning was not founded on an accurate
understanding of Christianity. Norton utilized the principle of the excluded middle in his
argument. Norton believed that due to man's nature, there is a choice to accept the realm
of the divine or to reject it. Man naturally has an affinity for the supernatural, but yet at
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the same time limits his sight to only accept his current state as the restricted possibility.
He stated that incredulity "has another cause, deeply seated in our nature;-- the inaptitude
and reluctance ofmen to extend their view beyond the present and sensible, to raise
themselves above the interests, the vexations, the pleasures, innocent or criminal, that lie
within the horizon ofa year or a week; and to open their minds to those thoughts and
feelings, that rush in with the clear apprehension ofthe fact that the barrier between the
eternal and the finite world has been thrown open."95
Norton believed that when miracles were accepted as fact with all ofone's being,
one could understand the faith. Moreover, one would be enlightened and experience a
miracle. Christianity as a faith was a revelation from God. Revelation from God,
according to Norton, was a miracle. Therefore Christianity itselfwas a miracle.
"Nothing is left that can be called Christianity, ifits miraculous character be denied."96
To reject miracles altogether, then, was to reject Jesus because "Christ was commissioned
by God to speak to us in his name; and this is a miracle. " 97
After his defense ofmiracles, Norton emphasized the significance ofJesus and his
mission from God. Jesus could not be just a "good guy" or a good teacher ofreligious
truth. Norton argued that ifone applied the discourses that Jesus gave to someone else
they would be the talk ofa madman. Many did believe that Jesus was insane or
possessed. 98 Norton then examined several passages ofthe Bible to show the character of
Jesus's discourses as distinct and unique. Norton analyzed the many characterizations of
Jesus -a good philosopher, a reformer of Judaism, or a non-existent personage.
To Norton, the gospels were not merely religious literature, but historical
accounts that were verifiable by eyewitnesses. The problem for those who did not
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believe in Christianity or the miracles professed by the faith was that they had to give a
rational explanation for the accounts recorded. Norton explained, "In the former case, he
[the unbeliever or "infidel"] may turn from it, and say that he is not called upon to solve
it; but in the latter, he is, by his profession, botmd to do so. He has taken upon himself the
task of explaining away the history as it stands, and substituting another in its stead; and
of so fabricating the new history, that it may afford him ground for professing admiration
and love for the real character of Christ."99
Norton believed that absolute certainty is not available to mortal beings.
Certainty beyond the limit of momentary consciousness is one that exists only in the
moment. Norton then painted the picture of a wise man who has many experiences such
as happiness, pain, and love. These experiences lead to questions about the meaning of
life such as, "Is he only with other beings like himself, that are continually rising up and
sinking in the shoreless ocean of existence or is there a Creator, Father, and Disposer of
all? What objects should he pursue? How, if that be possible is happiness to be
secured?" 100 These questions and contemplations would lead man to an understanding of
his weakness and ignorance. In man's desperation and thirst for knowledge, he cries out
to God "to reveal himself, and to make known to them their destiny." 101 This is what a
Christian believes, according to Norton. Norton believed that the meditation of mens'
hearts would lead them to the conclusion of a Deity, namely the God of Christianity.
Thus, there is no "intuition, no direct perception, of the truth of Christianity, no
metaphysical certainty." 102
Demanding absolute certainty of the Christian faith was counter-intuitive
according to Norton. Norton believed that man often operates from probabilities rather
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than absolute certainty. "It is important for us to understand, that, in all things of
practical import, in the exercise of all our affections, in the whole formation of our
characters, we are acting, and must act, on probabilities alone. Certainty, in the
metaphysical sense of the word, has nothing to do with the concerns of men, as respects
this life or the future .. .It would be considered rather as insanity, than folly, were any one
to introduce metaphysical skepticism, concerning causality, or identity, or the existence
of the external world, or the foundation of human knowledge, into a discussion
concerning the affairs of this life, the establishment of a manufactory, for example, or the
building of a railroad." 103 Norton continues, "If it can be shown, according to the
common and established principles of reasoning among men, that Christianity is true; if it
can be shown, that, to suppose it not true, is to suppose a moral impossibility, we need no
further evidence." 104 Once this point has been reached the revelation of God will
correspond to Reason, the highest of human faculties, and probability will turn into
conviction.
Norton then concluded his address with the solution to the problem facing the
Unitarian Christians. It is here that he indirectly addressed Emerson and those who held
to the mystical Germanic teachings by stating, "Great moral offences in individuals are,
indeed, commonly connected with the peculiar character of their age, and with a
prevailing want of moral sentiment in regard to such offences, in the community in which
they are committed." 105 This conclusion was a call to honesty and a call for self-analysis.
When talking to a Transcendentalist or German theologian Norton said that he would
earnestly implore the individual to repent and return to his or her senses, fear God, and
return to the Christian faith. If they chose not to return or embrace the Christian faith
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Norton requested that they "cease to be a pretended Christian teacher, and to assume his
proper character." 106
He then urged his audience to join him in preserving the faith that they so
diligently fought to establish. "Every motive, that addresses the better part of our nature,
urges you to be faithful to your office. A sincere moral purpose will strengthen your
judgment and ability; for he who has no other object but to do right, will not find it
difficult to ascertain his duty, and the means of performing it. .. What you believe and
feel, it is the business of your lives, and this is a great privilege, to make others believe
and feel." 107
These responses from the rational Unitarians provided a two-foldresponse to
Emerson's address. Henry Ware Jr.'s response dealt with the philosophical implications
of rejecting theism. It centered upon the anthromorphic assumption that God had
revealed himself and had traits that man could associate. Andrews Norton's response
focused on the doctrinal stance relating to miracles. Furthermore, Norton replied to the
German idealism and beckoned those under the guise of Christianity to return to the faith.
The Transcendentalists responded with a form of spiritual philosophy, rather than
doctrine. The future leader of the new liberal sect, Theodore Parker, made the
Transcendentalist response.
Parker was born in 1810 in Lexington, Massachusetts. He was self-educated and
attended Harvard as an undergraduate and went on to the Harvard Divinity School after
his urJdergraduate studies. Parker was able to read in six languages by the time he was
twenty-one. He taught Hebrew while he was attending Harvard Divinity School and was
involved in biblical criticism. Parker was ordained as a Unitarian Minister at West
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Roxbury, Massachusetts in 1837. Parker was also one of the youngest members of the
Transcendental Club.
On May 19, 1841, at the ordination of Charles C. Shackford at the Hawes Place
Church in South Boston, Theodore Parker delivered his sermon on the "Transient and
Permanent in Christianity." As the title might reveal, Parker's thesis was that certain
elements of the Christian faith were permanent, whereas other parts of the faith were
subject to change. Parker based his argument upon Luke 21:33, which states, "Heaven
and earth shall pass away: but my word shall not pass away." In the beginning of the
address Parker appealed to the words of Christ and their function to "make beauteous and
divine the life which plain men lead. They give wings to our aspirations." 108 Parker
asserted that if the words of Christ and the message of Christianity were taken out of the
world then existence would be dull. Yet, Christianity, Parker argued, was always in a
state of flux. In understanding constant religious change, Parker recognized the
differences between the Unitarian traditions of previous generations from his generation's
beliefs. Christ's Word stands, but man's traditions do not. "The difference between what
is called Christianity by the Unitarians in our times, and that of some ages past, is greater
than the difference between Mahomet and the Messiah." 109 From this he concluded that
the tradition has changed and is in the process of changing.
Parker distinguished between the idea of the Transient and the Permanent. He
explained the two concepts by stating that the Transient is "thought, the folly, the
uncertain wisdom, the theological notions, the impiety of man" and the other as "the
eternal truth of God." 110 The forthcoming result of this is recognition of the outward
nature (the Transient) rather than the underlying "great law of nature" (the Permanent).
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With describing God as the underlying great law of nature that sustains everything Parker
makes evident his Transcendental convictions.
Parker believed that too much attention was placed on religious doctrines, which
he considered Transient. He felt that the real heart of the Christian faith- divine life of
the soul, love of God, and love of man--- were emphasized too little. The rites and rituals
that religious sects hold are not the essence of the faith, argued Parker. They are "the
robe, not the angel, who may take another robe quite as becoming and useful." Parker
advanced a argument for relativism. He stated, "Again, the doctrines that have been
connected with Christianity, and taught in its name, are quite as changeable as the form."
Parker related the establishment of doctrine to Natural philosophy Parker states, "Hence
there will be different schools of natural philosophy, so long as men have eyes and
understanding of different clearness and strength."111 Parker stated that the philosophy
of Nature, which is made by men, might change but the essence of Nature is unchanging
and factual.112 With this belief Parker displays his belief in correspondence theory as
well as the Platonic belief in archetypes: "For strictly speaking, there is but one kind of
religion, as there is but one kind of love, though the manifestations of this religion, in
forms, doctrines, and life be never so diverse ... Now while this religion is one and always
the same thing, there may be numerous systems of theology or philosophies of
religion." 113
Parker advanced his argument by providing an example from science. The
universe and the solar system exist as a permanent fact, but the notions of how the
universe operates varied. He offered the example of Thales, Ptolemy, Copernicus, and
Descartes as each holding a different view of the universe as evidence for the transient in
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religion as well. What Parker fails to recognize is that these scientists, philosophers, and
theologians often build on each other to gain an w1derstanding of the truth and the way
God established the Wliverse.
In the realm of theology, Parker declared that doctrines vary from area to area and
that there seems to be no unified principle to govern them. In Parker's speech there is an
ecumenical cry in addressing the transient doctrines of Christianity. "What is falsehood
in one province passes for truth in another...Now Arius, and now Athanasius is Lord of
the ascendant. Both were excommunicated in their tum, each for affirming what the
other denied. Men are burned for professing what men are burned for denying. "114
Parker addressed doctrines such as the Trinity, which was at one time nonexistent, as
evidence for the transient in religion. Parker believed that the doctrine of the Trinity does
not belong in the realm of religion, but rather of philosophy.
Following his assertion that doctrines were not permanent, Parker attacked a
fundamental doctrine of the Unitarians, which was that the Bible was the inspired word
of God. He stated, "On the authority of the written Word, man was taught to believe
impossible legends, conflicted assertions; to take fiction for fact; a dream for a
miraculous revelation of God ... The inspiration of its authors has been assumed as
infallible."115 According to Parker, the Bible contained contradictions that were
irreconcilable. Therefore, God could not have divinely inspired the Bible. The
underlying assumption was that God, being a God of truth, could not contradict himself.
The Scriptures were mere stories or narratives that were "written down nobody knows
when or by whom, or for what purpose; which may be a poem, but cannot be the record
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of fact, unless God is the author of confusion and a lie."116 By attacking the idea that the
Bible was written by divine inspiration, Parker also rejected the idea of miracles.
Holding to the scriptures as divinely inspired was what Parker calls "idolatry."
Parker believed that if the Bible was divinely inspired, then there would be no differences
in the books of John and Mark or the writings of Peter and Paul. Parker rejected the idea
that one must accept the Bible was divinely inspired in order to be a Christian. Parker
recognized that by rejecting the infallibility of the Scriptures, one was considered a
heretic, if not immoral. "To disbelieve any of its statements, or even the common
interpretation put upon those statements by the particular age or church in which the man
belonged, was held to be infidelity, if not atheism."117 Parker continued, "An idolatrous
regard for the imperfect scripture of God's word, is the apple of Atalanta, which defeats
theologians running for the hand of divine truth."118
After attacking the idea of divine inspiration of Scripture, Theodore Parker then
assaulted the identity of Jesus. Parker compared scientists and religious leaders.
Scientists do not revere those who discover a new theory like that of a person who reveals
religious or moral truths. He states, "It is hard to see why the great truths of Christianity
rest on the personal authority of Jesus, more than the axioms of geometry rest on the
personal authority of Euclid, or Archimedes. The authority of Jesus, as of all teachers,
one would naturally think, must rest on the truth of his words, and not their truth on his
authority."119 Parker asserted that Christ should not be worshiped for his authority as the
Son of God, but for his moral teachings.
Parker recognized the differences in the Christological doctrines between the
denominations and ecumenically declared, "What a difference between the Christ of the
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Unitarians and the Methodists-yet may men of both sects be true Christians and
acceptable with God. What a difference between the Christ of Matthew and John-yet
both were disciples, and their influence is wide as Christendom and deep as the heart of
man." 120 The differences between denominations, Parker believed, should not be
overlooked, but rather respected and understood in light of the various councils and
human interventions that formed Christian orthodoxy.
As might be apparent, Parker did not believe that the foundation of Christianity
was the infallibility of the New Testament. "Christianity does not rest on the infallible
authority of the New Testament. It depends on this collection of books for the historical
statement of its facts. In this we do not require infallible inspiration on the part of the
writers, more than in the record of other historical facts." 121 If Christianity cannot be
based upon the New Testament or the testimony of the Scriptures, then the authority of
Christ must be changed as well. Parker defined the person of Christ as "the organ
through which the Infinite spoke." 122 This definition of Christ was similar to Emerson's
and is in complete contradiction to the Rational school of Unitarians, which claimed that
Christ was the Son of God.
Parker believed that Christianity should not be accepted based upon the
infallibility of the Scriptures, nor should it be accepted based upon an infallible teacher.
It should be accepted as mere brute facts like the axioms of a geometry proof. According
to Parker, Christianity is true because it is "to be tried by the oracle God places in the
breast." Here Parker emphasized personal experience. 123
Though he rejected two Unitarian doctrines, the infallibility of the Bible and Jesus
as having special authority, Parker attempted to redeem himself with his audience by
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claiming that the doctrine of the Trinity was a heathen idea. "But if, as some early
Christians began to do, you take a heathen view, and make him a God, the Son of God in
a peculiar and exclusive sense-much of the significance of his character is gone." 124 To
hold this view, as the Trinitarians of Parker's day did, robs the message of the redemption
of mankind by a man. "Alas, we have despaired of man, and so cut off his brightest
hope." 125 He appealed to his audience by stating the reasonableness of the Unitarian
doctrine and how the doctrines from the fourth century until the present time were
incomprehensible to intelligible ears. This was due to confusing doctrines such as the
Trinity.
Though he attempted to appeal to his Unitarian audience Parker proceeded to use
the changes in Unitarian doctrine as well as other religious institutions as proof that
doctrine was mutable. Since the doctrines of many religions including Unitarianism were
subject to change they were not the essence of Christianity, but rather an extension of the
transcendental truth. The lesson that these changes represented was that the doctrine did
not establish Christianity.
Parker proceeded to mystify the Christian faith by claiming that "Christianity
itself, that pure Religion, which exists eternal in the constitution of the soul and the mind
of God, is always the same ... This truth we owe to God; the revelation thereof to Jesus,
our elder brother, God's chosen son." 126 Parker then defined Christianity as "absolute,
pure Morality; absolute, pure religion; the love of man; the love of God acting without let
or hindrance." This religion does not exist outside of man but rather it "springs up
spontaneous in the holy heart-there is a God." 127 Parker revealed his belief in man's
divinity and his transcendental ideals by stating, "Christianity is not a system of
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doctrines, but rather a method of attaining oneness with God." 128 This not only reflects
the mystification of Christianity but it also illustrates Parker's belief that Jesus was not
God's only begotten Son, but that he was a chosen son. This minimized the nature of
Christ by making man and Christ co-equal and placed Christ's works comparable to any
man's.
After establishing his arguments against the orthodox Unitarian beliefs and after
redefining Christianity, Parker called for a new form of Christianity that did not hold to
transient doctrines. This new faith would stir men's hearts and cause a new Word, which
would renew man in his knowledge of what it means to be image bearers of God. He
then exhorted those in the audience to accept what is taught in the churches with caution.
By accepting the transient doctrines that are taught in the church, Parker warned, one
would be a Christian, but would walk a burdensome spiritual journey that would be
fraught with many stumbling blocks. "The Ground will shake under your feet if you
attempt to walk uprightly and like men. You will be afraid of every new opinion, lest it
shake down your church; you will fear 'lest if a fox go up he will break down your stone
wall.' The smallest contradiction in the New Testament or Old Testament; the mistake of
the Apostles, will weaken your faith." 129 Parker held that to embrace Unitarian
orthodoxy would produce a weakening of faith, but embracing the new form of the faith
would produce a spiritual life of freedom.
Parker's speech was representative of the Transcendental ideas in several ways.
First, the rejection of Scripture as infallible exhibits the shift away from Scriptural
Christianity or revealed religion towards a moral view of the faith. Second, it changes
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the personhood of Christ as the Son of God to a mere man who represented the "Infinite."
Parker, like Emerson, injected elements of mysticism into Christianity.
Parker's speech contained a shift in obtaining theological knowledge. This
change related to gaining theological evidence from history or the "historical method" of
theology, and the "philosophical method." The historical method derives its
understanding and evidence from works of history. But if the Bible is flawed, as Parker
believed, then it cannot be used as a historically verifiable source. Parker also believed
that the historical method was lacking because it showed "what was done," but failed to
develop a perfect theology. The philosophical method, on the other hand, not only looks
at history, but also to natural science. By using the "reflective and the intuitive faculties
of man" Parker believed that a perfect theology could be achieved. This philosophical
method of theology contained the following tenets: the infinitude and absolute perfection
of God, and the imminence of God in man and Nature. 130 True to his Transcendental
beliefs, Parker believed that God existed everywhere and was in everything. There was
no distinction between secular and spiritual for all things were of God and in God.
Theodore Parker came under sharp attack following this sermon. William Ellery
Channing had his doubts about whether even to call Parker a Christian. Rational
Unitarians no longer welcomed Parker to speak in their churches and effectively
ostracized him. In January 1843 the Boston Association of Unitarian Ministers debated,
with Parker present, whether Parker should still be a member. They voted to oust him
from the Boston Unitarian Association of Unitarian Ministers. Despite his rejection
among his colleagues, Parker went on to have an extensive career as a minister. He
began the Twenty-eighth Congregational society in Boston, which became the largest
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congregation in the city. 131 The rational Unitarians had hardened their stance against
heretics. Clearly, by ostracizing Parker, they attempted to thwart the influence of the
Transcendentalists. Their efforts, however, were not successful.
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Conclusion

In 1819 religion professor Moses Stuart at Andover made a prophetic statement
after hearing the speech in which William Ellery Channing's espoused the basic
doctrines of Unitarianism. Stuart stated that Unitarianism was a "halfway house to
infidelity." 132 With Ralph Waldo Emerson's Divinity Hall Address, the prophecy was
fulfilled. Following the address the doctrines and the establishment of the Unitarian
Church ceased to be collectively Christian. While many churches within the
congregation did hold to Christianity, Ralph Waldo Emerson broke the young tradition
out of its Christian teachings and presented a different gospel. The ensuing debate that
followed the Divinity Hall Address, a controversy that Emerson had no part of, created a
tension in the Church.
The Transcendentalist-Unitarian debate was not just theological. The influence of
German Idealism is evidence that the nature of the debate was philosophical as well. The
argument centered on Reason and Logic and the rejection of those notions. Thus the
Transcendentalists were discontent with the doctrines and traditions of the Unitarian
Church. As a result, the Transcendental rebellion against rationalism and interest in
mystical philosophy crept into the congregation by former members of the clergy and
incoming students to Harvard Divinity School. This approach to religion, primarily
Christianity, caused a form of religious relativism, which the older rational school
rejected. The Rationales did not believe that the Transcendentalists were wrong merely
for argument sake. They fought for the truth of their convictions and indeed the Truth.
They believed that the governance of Providence acted in logical and orderly fashion.
The new Transcendentalist ideas made no sense logically. Transcendentalism also
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rendered revealed religion null and void. Furthermore, it made the Unitarian religion not
a faith but a mystical philosophy.
The intellectual culture of New England was one that embraced new ideas. This
reverence for knowledge as well as a passion for freedom allowed for the Unitarian
. church to undergo change. The influence of outside philosophies, as well as the
acceptance of them, caused severe changes within the congregation. Emerson, as a
religious leader and popular lecturer, was the key component to the transformation of the
Unitarian faith. He exerted influence on the rising ministers of Harvard and ultimately
produced a controversy within the Unitarian church.
The heated debates between the rational Unitarians and the liberal
Transcendentalists only lasted a brief period. By the late 183 Os, bBoth the rational
Unitaria�s and Transcendentalists began taking a stand against slavery. Due to its
doctrine of the inherent worth and divinity of man the Unitarian church produced many
outspoken abolitionists. It was during this time that the Unitarian-Transcendentalist
controversy got swept under the rug.
Moreover, other factors helped to liberalize the Unitarian denomination. The scientific
theories of Charles Darwin and Charles Lyell provided for biblical doubt during the
nineteenth century. This doubt led to skepticism and a transformation in biblical
understanding and religious holdings of many denominations. The expansion of
naturalism within the nineteenth century had its most profound effect upon religious
denominations. Many pastors and professors accepted the naturalistic view quickly after
Darwin published On The Origin of Species in 1859 . 133 It is not surprising that Harvard
University, the Unitarian educational center, was one of the first universities to accept
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scientists adhering to evolution and scientific naturalism. Another influential movement
that enabled the secularization of the Unitarian church was separation of church and state.
In New England and in other states, questions about whether the Bible should be taught
were raised. Throughout the late nineteenth century and the early twentieth the
educational systems changed from teaching Christian morals to a secular form of
ethics. 134
After the Civil War the Unitarian church emerged as a faith that was more tolerant
of both radicals and conservatives. Had Emerson not given the Divinity Hall Address,
the schism between the two factions would have never occurred. The outcome of this
schism, however, was recognition of the intolerance of the conservative Unitarians. This
intolerance was rectified in the 1865 National Conference and the creation of the new
Unitarian Constitution.
In 1865, Henry Bellows, graduate of Harvard Divinity School, pastor of the All
Souls church in New York and leader of the Sanitary Commission, seized the opportunity
to revive the Unitarian Church. Bellows understood that the former doctrines of the
Unitarian church were crumbling and that the radicals of the Transcendental school had
indeed shifted the theology of the Unitarian church away from the Biblical theistic view.
He also observed that the rise in both religious and secular philanthropic activity had
broken down the sectarian walls between religious denominations.
Divisions within the Unitarian denomination still existed. The conservative
rationales still held on to their biblically-based doctrine and their belief in Jesus as the
Son of God. The Transcendental school had adopted a more naturalistic view of religion
and gave no special place for Jesus. The tensions between these two schools still existed.
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These tensions were one obstacle that Bellows had to overcome if the Unitarian church
was to survive.
Bellows called for a conference to be held on April 4, 1865, in New York. The
ultimate goal was to issue a doctrinal statement that could accommodate the conservative
and radical Unitarians. Bellows and other members of the church attempted to reconcile
the differences on the grounds of intellectual freedom. This freedom would be tolerant
and accepting of anyone who was Unitarian. The end result of the conference was a
Unitarian Constitution that welcomed anyone who desired to be Unitarian. Although
Christianity was emphasized in the constitution, the wording of the document was such
that both radicals and conservatives were included. Each church that wished to be part of
the American Unitarian Association had complete autonomy and freedom to govern and
teach according to its own beliefs. Though the decision did not please everyone at the
conference, the final effect was the reorganization and reestablishment of the Unitarian
Church.
Emerson paved the way for these transformations to occur. Emerson advocated a
natural form of religion that rejected the revealed religion, which many of his time
espoused. Emerson's naturalism, as well as his contemporaries' acceptance of the new
scientific discoveries, caused the Unitarian body to accept anyone of any faith under the
toleration of intellectual freedom. Unitarian scholar George Chryssides states,
"Historically, nature-spirituality has found a place within the Unitarian movement, even
in its earlier stages, and Unitarianism might have become equated with cold rationalism if
it had not been for Ralph Waldo Emerson." 135
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The changes within the Unitarian church are an example of what occurs within a
denomination when the next generation assumes leadership. The establishment of the
Unitarian denomination and its logical doctrines formed a solid foundation upon which
the leaders of the church hoped would survive. This clearly did not happen with the rise
of the next generation. Though formally holding to the doctrines initially, Ralph Waldo
Emerson moved the Unitarian church into a form of secular humanism. This is not
surprising, however, for the root of the inherent goodness of man was originally founded
in the beliefs of the Unitarian church. The changes within the Unitarian church also
demonstrate the ability of new ideas to spark debates. While the cosmos may not consist
wholly of ideas, as Kant believed, it is clear that ideas have a profound effect on the
world and man's understanding of his place in it. Ideas, then, can cause religion to
change with "Darwinian restlessness."
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